Befriendin
Time

Breaking Free

from Busyness
or Stuckness

aced with various responsibilities
and competing desires, lawyers gen-
erally believe there is too much to
do and not enough time to do it all.
When multiple demands and tight dead-
lines arise, lawyers often gravitate toward
one of two extreme responses: chronic
busyness or perpetual stuckness. Some
choose to work harder and faster, juggling many
things simultaneously to do what needs to get done.
Others tend to put things off, avoiding challenges and
waiting for inspiration to nudge them forward. While these
are normal reactions to mounting pressure, they frequently
entail an unhealthy and poor use of time. An addiction to
busyness sometimes results in meaningless accomplishments,
unnecessary struggles, and a nagging sense of failure.! A propensity
to stay stuck sometimes leads to fewer achievements, aversion to
challenges, and allegiance to secure but unsatisfying careers.’

To accomplish tasks and goals, lawyers turn to practical, time-
management techniques such as checking off to-do lists, prioritiz-
ing assignments, and maintaining detailed daily plans. But these
techniques are not very effective if you overlook the underlying,
limiting beliefs that drive chronic busyness or keep one perpetually
stuck. Whether you are spinning your wheels or caught in a rut, it
helps to develop a healthy relationship with time, let go of time-
stealing habits, and engage in these time-enhancing practices:

B Pour your attention on what is actually before you (attention-
management).

B Focus your energy on things that are within your control
(energy-management).

M Shed unnecessary things to make space for what truly matters to
you (self-management).

Make Time Your Ally

In the legal profession, the concept of time is helpful because it
tells you when a court hearing will start, when to meet an impor-
tant client, when a brief is due, and when to file an appeal. But
when there are only 24 hours in a day to meet an infinite number
of goals, it is easy to develop limiting beliefs about time.

Common limiting beliefs around time include:

B There’s not enough time to do everything I need to do.

M There’s no time to do the things [ really enjoy.

B Time is running away from me or time is passing me by.

B | need to hurry to get things done in the short time [ have.

M | might as well not start something that I won't have time to
finish or do right.
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By Dvan WiLLiams

Attorneys typically function with

one eye on the clock, often juggling
competing priorities, demands and
expectations, both those they impose
on themselves and those they take
on from others. Many respond

with either perpetual busyness or
perpetual stuckness. Changing
some personal practices may enable
you to befriend time rather than

treat it as an adversary.
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These limiting beliefs can lead to
chronic busyness or perpetual stuckness,
which often wastes time. To shed these
beliefs, you first need to understand how
you relate to time and how you pace
yourself as a result. If you are chroni-
cally busy and averse to stillness, you
generally relate to time as an enemy
to resist and conquer. You fight against
the ticking clock by multitasking and
moving fast (cramming as many tasks
as possible into a given day).’ If you are
hopelessly stuck and reluctant to act,
you tend to relate to time as a master to
outmaneuver and outsmart.* You avoid
time pressures by procrastinating and
holding still (delaying tasks as much as
possible for another day).

With time on your side, however,
you can fully attend to, actively engage
in, and fully experience the task at
hand. Therefore, befriend time so it be-
comes your ally. Treat time as a cyclical
resource that informs you of your coor-
dinates and supports you in completing
tasks with greater ease, heightened flow,
and increased clarity.’

Shed Time-Stealing Habits

Once you befriend time, you can
adopt a more balanced approach to
using it. You can release two major
time-stealing habits that are common in
the legal profession: chronic busyness,
which typically manifests as multitask-
ing, and perpetual stuckness, which
usually shows up as procrastination.
Multitasking. Multitasking is generally
defined as paying attention to multiple
things simultancously or switching rap-
idly from one task to the next. Due to
24/7 work modes, information overload
and urgent deadlines, many lawyers
turn to multitasking as a way to produce
more, faster. But this type of busyness
is usually a poor use of time.® Multirask-
ing often has less to do with efficiency
and productivity, and more to do with
getting an adrenaline rush, satisfying an
addiction to speed, and conforming to a
fast-paced culture.” If time is money and
speed is the default mode, slowing down
can be a challenge and even a cultural
taboo, even when it would increase pro-
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ductivity, stimu-
late creativity, and
improve your health.®

Due to limits of the human brain,
multitasking eats up more time than
single-tasking. It drains your energy
and demands constant refocusing.” It
divides your attention, which is a finite
resource. It works only when the tasks
are simple or routine and do not require
more attention than what is available.'’
When the activities require consider-
able attention and cannot be performed
on autopilot, multitasking can cause
disastrous results. For example, reading
an email from Client A while drinking
coffee is likely an effective use of time.
But reading an email from Client A
while engaged in a telephone confer-
ence with Client B likely is not.

Multitasking can lead to high stress,
exhaustion, and burnout which prevent
you from obtaining peak performance.
Furthermore, you are more prone to
miss things, make mistakes, and become
confused when you do nat focus on the
task at hand. Multitasking also makes
it difficult for you to plan and organize
because you really do not know how
long a task takes if you are constantly
attending to distractions and inter-
ruptions. Moreover, it can hurt your
creativity and problem-solving ability
because it does not allow enough space
for reflection and question-framing.

Contemporary research suggests that
multitasking can reduce short-term
memory, impair comprehension, and
erode productivity. A 2005 Hewlett
Packard study warned that the con-
stant barrage of emails, phone calls and
instant messages causes 1Q levels in the
workplace to fall ten points, which is
double the effect of smoking marijuana.”
Procrastination. Procrastination is
the tendency to delay or completely
escape from tasks and goals that you
need to or want to accomplish.” You
procrastinate by forgetting, intention-
ally avoiding, distracting yourself, or
inding other things to do. When you
feel overwhelmed and believe you lack
the ability or resources to succeed, you
might procrastinate to ease the anxiety

that comes with starting or
fulfilling a task or goal."
Being stuck often
stems from underlying
issues such as perfec-
tionism, anxieties about
failure, fear of success,
indecisiveness, and un-
realistic goal-setting.'
You succumb to inaction
because you worry about
what will result or what
you will give up if you make
a change or take a step."” You
fail to follow through on plans and
ideas because you fear uncertainty and
therefore cling to familiar territory.!
Procrastination becomes a problem
when it keeps you from doing things
that really matter to you. Delay can
result in external consequences, such
as missed deadlines, inferior work
product, and dissatisfied clients. It can
also inflict internal consequences, such
as anxiety over postponed action, guilt
about substandard work done at the
I 1th hour, and remorse about missed
opportunities.'”

Engage in Time-Enhancing Practices
You can develop a healthy relation-
ship with time, let go of limiting beliefs,
and shed time-stealing habits if you
practice:
1. Attention management through
mindfulness; i.e., focus your attention
on a single task, instead of obsessing
about the next task.
2. Energy management through
acceptance, i.e., concentrate your
energy on the things that you can
influence, not on situations and
circumstance that you cannot control.
3. Self management through
authenticity, i.e., express your true
values and core interests in your
vocation, rather than add meaningless,
unnecessary activities to your to-do list.

Mindfulness

Mindfulness is direct attention to the
present moment, including the inner
experiences of thoughts, feelings and
bodily sensations, and the outer experi-
ences of interacting with other persons
and external situations.'® Mindfulness
allows you to move more deeply into
flow, which infuses greater creativity,
productivity, and ease in your work.
Flow is an optimal state of mind that
amounts to total absorption in an activ-
ity."” Flow is also the natural, effortless
unfolding of your life in a way that
moves you toward deeper meaning and
increased harmony.*®

Practicing mindfulness can enable
one to break free from both chronic
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busyness and perpetual stuckness.

To break the grip of busyness:

1) Attend to underlying fears. In the
legal profession, there is a tremendous
pressure to live up to certain standards,
which fuels one's fear of falling short.
When this fear goes into overdrive,
you can develop physical tension and
mental obsessions that push you to keep
busy and strive for more than you really
need.”! Mindful attention to moment-
to-moment experiences allows you

to shed fears that drive chronic busy-
ness. From a place of stillness, you can
notice thoughts and feelings associated
with your fears, without judgment. If
you find yourself distracted by your
mind—which constantly reflects on
the past and plans for the future—shift
your attention to sensations in the body
and the breath. Unlike the mind, the
body and breath are always present. By
resting in the body and attending to
the breath, you will be less prone to get
swept up by racing thoughts. Through
mindfulness, you can observe and dis-
solve your fears directly, without fight-
ing them with busyness.”

2) Focus on one thing at a time. Pour-
ing your attention on the task at hand
enables you to experience calm under
pressure and joy in your work. You con-
nect fully to what you are doing instead
of preoccupying yourself with what you
are not doing.”” By completing the first
task or pausing before you move on to
the next, you can perform as well as
possible and savor your time.**

3) Cut down interruptions and
distractions. Competing deadlines,
last-minute requests from clients and
colleagues, and emergency meetings are
sometimes unavoidable. But whenever
possible, reduce interruptions and dis-
tractions that waste your time. Schedule
uninterrupted time to focus on projects
and cases that require deep concentra-
tion. Check your email and voice mail
at specific times of the day, rather than
repeatedly, to avoid being overtaken

by interruptions and distractions that
entail low-priority matters.”

Mindfulness is also an effective
antidote to perpetual stuckness:
1) Attend to your sense of being stuck
as a physical sensation. You stay stuck
when you do not attend to self-doubt,
anger, resentment, or other difficult
emotions relating to procrastination.
Naming your stuckness as a temporary,
bodily sensation helps you spring out
of indecision and into action. If you
can identify this as a tight knot in
your stomach, sweaty palms, or general
heaviness, for example, you are more
likely to move out of it. Attend to
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physical discomfort as pure energy that
can dissolve and evolve, rather than

as a permanent condition to be feared
and avoided.

2) Focus on the action itself.

While reflection and planning are
critical, too much can result in over-
thinking a situation so no action is
taken. Instead of reaching toward
magnificent goals, striving for desired
results or waiting for inspiration, just
take a small step to get started. Ask
yourself what is the one step you could
take right now to get the momentum
going, and focus on that action.?

3) Break down large goals into turtle
steps. When tackling a project, you
might feel so overwhelmed that you
don’t know where to start. By breaking it
up into smaller, specific and manageable
picces, you can take steady steps to move
toward your goal.”” Instead of planning
to write a brief next week, plan to do
research for one hour on Monday, write
the draft for a couple hours on Tuesday,
and revise and finalize the draft for an
hour on Wednesday.

Acceptance

Acceptance is opening up to all expe-
riences and embracing yourself, includ-
ing your vulnerabilities and weaknesses,
without reacting.’® Acceptance is not the
same as denial, complacency, numbness,
aloofness, or cynicism. You still want to
improve a situation, but this desire comes
from a place of abundance and apprecia-
tion, and not from a place of scarcity and
unworthiness. Your energy is focused
on your efforts and actions, not on the
outcomes. Like mindfulness, acceptance
can be a key to release from busyness:
1) Embrace feelings triggered by
busyness. Rather than rely on artificial
stimulants to keep you in fast-speed
mode, try settling into your exhaustion
and other feelings that arise from
busyness. Until you accept that you feel
tired and disconnected from the things
on your to-do list, you will continue to
race through your life rather than fully
experience it. Simply recognize illness or
tiredness as your body telling you to slow
down. Once you accept feelings triggered
by busyness, you can then begin to
consider whether busyness is a protective
strategy to avoid yourself, others, and
your true feelings.”
2) Engage in the process. By fully
engaging in the process, regardless of the
results, you can keep your serenity even
in difficule situations. When you find
yourself forcing an outcome that is not
ready to come to fruition, note that you
can accomplish great things if you are
not wasting energy through struggle
and strain.

3) Delegate or barter. Once you accept
your limits, you can delegate portions of
a project or an entire assignment that is
best handled by someone else with the
time, interest, and resources.” You can
also barter the task by finding someone
who enjoys what you dread, and who
hates what you love, then swap tasks.”!
By releasing control to someone who
can handle the project better, you pre-
SCTVC your energy.

Stuckness too can be overcome
by acceptance:
1) Embrace feelings triggered by being
stuck. When you are emotionally stuck,
bringing your stories and limiting beliefs
to light will allow you to move out of
the trance. Once you acknowledge
your underlying anxieties and fears, it is
easier to act without procrastinating.*
Tremendous creativity and productivity
can follow a period of stuckness that is
fully accepted. If you try to push away
or move out of the state of stuckness too
quickly, you might conjure up more fear.
Meanwhile, by feeling the emotional
experience and physical sensations of
being stuck, you allow it to naturally
transform into a different energetic
quality.
2) Open up to uncontrollable situa-
tions. When you face an obstacle, you
could step back, move around it, relax
into the point of resistance, and dis-
cover another path. Trying to bulldoze
through or run away from obstacles can
keep you stuck. Through acceprance,
you embrace your being stuck as an
opportunity to release your fears, grow,
and transform. Discomfort is natural
as you let go of familiar comforts and
move into a new direction or uncharted
territory. Avoiding necessary change
consumes tremendous energy, while ac-
ceptance leads to a positive energy shift.
3) Let go of perfectionism. Perfection-
ism is a form of controlling behavior
that has little do with getting things
right or meeting high standards.” If you
beat yourself up for not doing things
perfectly or as well as others, you will
cut your energy level. Instead, strive for
excellence, identifying the most signifi-
cant aspects of a project and accepting
that you need to focus on those in the
time available. A work product is rarely
perfect because at some point, to meet
the deadline, you must deliver it and
move on.

Authenticity

Authenticity entails being true to
vourself and requires a deep awareness
of yourself and of life.”* Authenticity
is a form of self-management in that
you decide what do and when to do it
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based on your true values, core interests,
and real priorities. It allows you to
accomplish more of what really matters
to you.” Authenticity encourages you
to answer deeper questions, including
what is your life’s purpose, what are your
true passions and interests, and who

are you without your titles, roles, and
possessions.

Authenticity is a third avenue to
relief from busyness. For example:
1) Do/find work that encourages a
sense of play. The concept of work as
play might be counter-intuitive to law-
yers, especially those who equate work
with long hours, ongoing stress, and
never-ending struggles. But work is not
drudgery when it allows you to explore
your passions, use your gifts and talents,
and offer services that are meaningful
to you. Through the practice of authen-
ticity, you can instill a sense of play in
your work. If you cannot experience
any playfulness in your work, you might
want to seek different work.*
2) Say “no” to unimportant, undesired
projects. When you express enthu-
siasm for something that you really
do not care for, it is hard to say no to
follow-up requests. Overscheduled and
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overworked, you will have less time for
people you love and things you enjoy.”
By setting boundaries and saying no to
trivial, extra projects, you make time for
what truly matters to you.

3) Declutter and simplify your life.
Getting rid of or limiting unwanted
things helps you to manage yourself,
and thus your time, more effectively.
Shed office clutter, including extra
paperwork, outdated electronics, and
useless objects that do not resonate with
you. Also shed unnecessary relation-
ships that do not serve you well.*

Practicing authenticity can also help
you find release from stuckness:
1) Doffind work that allows for cre-
ative expression. Experiencing work
as a form of creative expression makes
it easier to have sustainable joy in your
profession. Creativity is not just about
being innovative and unique, bur also
about expressing your true values, fulfill-
ing your deepest intentions, and using
your gifts in your profession.”
2) Say ‘ves” to meaningful, desired
projects. Lawyers not only put off what
they hate to do, but also what they love
to do. Making time for projects that you
enjoy and that are meaningful to you is
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key to getting unstuck. When you are
authentic about your preferences, op-
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to come your way.

3) Create space for your priorities in
life. If who you are and what you do are
out of alignment, pause and reflect to
reconnect with your passions, values,
and interests. If your financial situation,
family obligations, or other factors pose
restrictions, think about small steps you
can take now to get closer to alignment.

Conclusion

When work primarily involves a
race to the finish line that recedes
further away the faster you run or the
longer you stand still, the results can
be stress, depression, exhaustion, and
burnout. Shedding beliefs that keep
you mindlessly busy or hopelessly stuck
starts with befriending time. Letting
go of time-stealing habits and making
way for time-enhancing practices lead
to more fluid and effortless action. By
managing your attention (mindfulness),
your energy (acceptance) and yourself
(authenticity), you will have a more
balanced approach to spending your
time effectively on things that really
matter to you. A
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